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COMMENT LETTER – 14/02574/FUL 
 
Second Public Consultation, September 2015, 14/02574/FUL | New fish farm comprising 
ten cages each 120m circumference, 220-tonne-capacity feed barge, and automated feeding 
system, | Carn Dearg (Eishort 1) North Side Of Loch Eishort, Skye. 
 
   I am a former seagoing navigating officer who, for almost the last thirty years has worked on 
the marine side of the international oil & gas industry. In wide and varied experience of 
offshore marine operations and projects I have, as part of my duties, watched many hundreds 
of hours of footage of ROV surveys of various types, including mooring chain/wire inspections 
and fault finding, end of well ops bottom surveys (for garbage removal), hull and pontoon 
inspections, weed and marine growth burden inspections, internal ballast tank inspections 
and others too numerous to mention.  
 
   Although I write here in a purely private capacity, I am a Regional Chairman of Salmon & 
Trout Conservation (Scotland), a charity founded originally in 1903 as the Salmon & Trout 
Association, and acting since that time as a wild fish conservation body. The region I cover for 
S&TC (Scotland) is described as West Highlands, Inner & South Hebrides and, therefore, 
covers the area this document concerns itself with. However, I have very deliberately avoided 
any input from S&TC(S) for the purposes of this document, and my approach is that of a 
mariner who also has an extensive knowledge of the area and its natural history. I have been 
very fortunate to have spent much of my youth sailing among the West Highlands & Islands, 
and I am also very familiar with small vessel coastal operations, the laying of moorings and 
similar work, all of which is entirely germane to this current discussion.  
 
   I believe it can be taken as read that an ROV baseline survey is there primarily to inform the 
wider EIA. SNH’s EIA guidelines toolkit (for) marine fish farms states in section D.1.4 (A 

handbook on environmental impact assessment, page 105) “The Competent Authority is 

responsible for evaluating the Environmental Statement to ensure it addresses all of the 

relevant environmental issues and that the information is presented accurately, clearly and 

systematically. (my italics) The Competent Authority should be prepared to challenge the 

findings of the Environmental Statement if it believes they are not adequately supported by 

scientific evidence. If it believes that key issues are not fully addressed, or not addressed at 
all, it must request further information. The authority has to ensure that it has in its possession 

all relevant environmental information about the likely significant environmental effects of 



 

the project before it makes its decision whether to grant permission. It is too late to address 

the issues after permission has been granted.”  
 
   The ROV baseline survey is a scientific experiment in which research is carried out to 
establish facts within a planned, pre-defined area, in this instance prior to the decision of 
whether or not to place a mega-farm over a pristine benthic environment. In the case of 
Eishort 1 the planned, pre-defined area was to be bounded by three transects which should, 
unless otherwise stated be formed of (more or less) straight lines. In the laying out of these 
transects, an anchor is laid at the start point usually with the assistance of a GPS. The 
position is noted and a course laid off to take the laying vessel to the proposed end point of 
the transect. On arrival at the end point, before the second anchor is placed on the bottom the 
line, usually of rope, is tensioned by applying as much power as is safe with the propulsion 
system, to ensure the anchor goes to the bottom with the line between anchors as straight as 
possible. This is fundamental seamanship and should have been well within the competence 
of the contractor’s personnel and equipment. As can be seen from the footage of Eishort 1 
Transects 1 & 2, the transects as described by Hjaltland were not achieved within reasonable 
what I would consider to be reasonable margins for error.  
 
   When an ROV survey is undertaken by a contractor a discussion takes place and 
agreement is reached around what information is to be gathered and how the true positions of 
items of information can be verified. These may be geographical positions or distances and 
bearings from one or more reference points, which can be plotted accurately on a chart. One 
would expect the display on ROV footage to contain, as a minimum requirement, GPS 
coordinates, distance run from start point and true track over ground from start point, and all 
modern ROVs are fitted with equipment able to record such information. Hjaltland’s 
contractor, whether by request, omission or for reasons unknown, did not provide any such 
data, despite these being clearly defined in SEPA’s guidelines.   
 
   The key question I address in this Comment concern what is highlighted above: is the 
information presented accurately, clearly and systematically? I have concluded that the 
answer on every count is no, and for the following reasons.  
 
Transect 1. 
   No GPS coordinates or distances were displayed, the former contrary to SEPA guidelines. 
The default setting for a video display unit on a vehicle such as that used (a Saab Falcon 1) 
would normally contain such information, so either it was re-set so as deliberately not to show 
it, or the vehicle was not operationally complete in some way and unable to present accurate 
on-screen information through a GPS.  Yet coordinates in latitude and longitude were used on 
the baseline matrix and positions were plotted on the relevant Admiralty Chart, either 
electronically on a RASTER or by hand on a paper chart: how, I wonder, were those positions 
acquired?   
 
   In transect 1, (actual) we are shown on the chart a line between two positions which 
appears to represent the track taken by the vehicle in following the rope marker of 
approximately 060 degrees or, roughly, East-North-East. Yet the vehicle’s compass heading 
(bottom left on the footage) shows a track commencing in a northerly direction, then north-
easterly, then, for the remainder of the transect, the vehicle is travelling almost due east, 
more often slightly to the south of east. The compass in question is a Gyro, rather than 
Magnetic Compass; the errors of Magnetic Variation and Vessel Deviation do not occur in this 
type of compass and, although errors can occur, they are seldom more than two degrees at 
most.  
 
   In taking compass readings at ten minute intervals over the whole period of the transect I 
find the average direction not to be 060 degrees as stated, but 095 degrees, a thirty-five 
degree deviation to the right, or East, of what is shown on the diagram. Even allowing for an 
offset heading to allow for tidal conditions (of which there is no evidence in the footage) this is 
a very considerable difference, seriously at odds with what is purported to be the actual 
transect and establishing mathematically beyond any shadow of doubt that at least one of the 
two positions marked on the chart cannot be correct.  
 



 

   We cannot in fact determine accurately anything about any position, so, therefore, are 
unable to determine where in Loch Eishort (or even elsewhere) the ROV began or ended its 
survey. Lacking the basic information required in order to perform even the simplest 
trigonometric calculation there cannot be, in mathematical terms, a baseline. This begs the 
question of how the contractors contrived to establish the shown positions and, clearly, 
renders all the information contained in the EIA survey matrix completely erroneous, as had 
been the case in previous surveys conducted on behalf of Hjaltland/Greig and rejected by 
your department.  
 
Transect 2. 
   Once again no positional information of any kind was available. The (actual) transect line 
shown on the diagram suggests the ROV tracked at approx. 015 degrees from start to finish. 
On repeating my ten minute intervals readings for this transect, I calculated that the average 
track was, in fact, 337 degrees by compass, a 38 degree deviation to the left, or west, of what 
is shown on the diagram and meaning, once again, that at least one of the positions marked 
must be incorrect, and again rendering erroneous the whole exercise.  
 
   To add a scientific dimension, at 1 hour 15 minutes and 35 seconds I observed a single 
accumulation of squid eggs, almost certainly of the Longfin inshore squid, (Dorytheuthis 
pealii) attached to an isolated  kelp stalk. Although I found this to have been recorded in the 
matrix, at that point the vehicle had been crossing what appears almost unmistakably to be 
mearl gravel for around 3 minutes, which it continued to do almost to the end of the transect. 
At no stage was maerl gravel mentioned in the matrix, and since it is rich in calcium, beloved 
of larvae and micro fauna and signals the close proximity of substantively important, live 
maerl, probably within less than 1,000 metres, I am at a considerable loss to explain such an 
omission.   
 

Transect 3. 
   This was carried out with the footage still bereft of the information required to establish and 
verify that position. The transect line suggested a course of 345 degrees was to be used and, 
for once, this was achieved to within one degree. However, without the fundamental 
navigational information required to establish and verify start and finish positions, this 
transect, for all anybody actually knows, could be anywhere and becomes erroneous.  
 
Concluding comments and observations. 
   Comparing the footage available for this application with what I have watched over the past 
nearly three decades I have found it to fall a long way short of the standard that any client 
who was serious about his business would find acceptable. Resolution and definition were 
poorer than I would expect, even of footage taken at far greater depth in much reduced 
visibility, and there were wide variations in film quality throughout  At best this was a very 
amateur exercise, but viewed objectively it could fairly be described as slipshod, 
unprofessional and totally inadequate.   
 
   In making a further comparison - to that of the original survey of two years or so ago, and 
considering how little had changed in the general conduct of this present survey I have been 
asking myself (and others) why it is that a multi-national corporation like Hjaltland, Greig or 
whatever it will be calling itself next week, with all its resources, is prepared to present to a 
planning authority such crass, cack-handed information as has been the case here, which will 
inform a decision of whether or not a mega-farm is to be placed above a pristine benthic 
environment thereby changing it for all time? The whole document and footage goes against 
every principle and guideline of clearly laid out by both SNH and SEPA, and the advice of the 
United Nations’ FAO. Could it be that firms such as Hjaltland simply think that ‘anything will do 
because nobody will look at it or check it’? That may have been the case in the past but is no 
longer so. A growing number of individuals and bodies, awakening to the fact that fish farm 
applications and in particular their accompanying EIAs have represented a travesty of the 
planning process for years, are beginning to pay much greater attention to these matters. 
These same people are acutely aware also that the Competent Authority, in this case 
Highland Council, has duties it must discharge properly and according to clearly laid out 
principles. 
 



 

   In making decisions on applications such as Eishort 1, I for one, simply cannot see how, on 
the paucity and poor quality of the information provided, such an application could possibly be 
approved without very substantial further investigation. To quote SEPA’s  final comment in 

this matter regarding the most recent ROV footage from Hjaltland/Greig: “A second baseline 
visual survey of three transects was undertaken on 6 February 15, however, the quality of the 

submission is, unfortunately, inadequate.”.  I agree with that statement wholeheartedly, but  

with the single qualification that it is a considerable, almost outrageous, understatement.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Niall McKillop. 


